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About the Author


Celia Rees writes: I am interested in the way that the past underlies the present; how perfectly ordinary places, otherwise hardly worth a second glance, are shadowed by sinister events from the past. Many of our ancient cities host ghost walks which invite us to visit such places and it was on just such a walk that I had the idea for this series. I found myself thinking: What if there were two cities? The one we live in – and one that ghosts inhabit. What if at certain times of the year and in certain places, the barriers between the two worlds grow thin, making it possible to move from one to the other? And if ghosts lived there, why not others? Creatures we know from myth and legend, creatures so powerful that even the ghosts fear them? Just a story? Maybe. But on a recent visit to that city, I found that several of the ghost walk routes had been abandoned, because of poltergeist activity …


Celia Rees has written many books for children and teenagers and enjoys writing in different genres. She hopes what interests her will interest other people, be it ghosts, vampires, UFOs or witch trials.
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For my friend, Katy, 
and for Lydia




Midsummer




City of Shadows
   

All through the city and its suburbs, the past lies behind the present and ghosts shadow the living. There are threshold zones, borderlines, and places where the laws of time and space falter. Strange things can happen, the barriers between the worlds grow thin and it is possible, just possible, to move from one world to another …
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‘What does it say again?’ Kate Williams asked.


Her brother Davey reached in his pocket for the crumpled piece of paper, flattened it out on his jeans and held it up for them to see.


Haunts Tours


Horrible. Awful. Unusual. Nasty. Terrifying. Sinister.


Definitely not for the nervous!


7:30pm: Market Cross


COST: £5 Adults, £4 Students, £3 Children


We are alone … or are we? Follow the Ghost Trail down shadowed cobbled streets, along narrow alleys and into the hidden underground vaults which lie at the secret heart of the old city. Glimpse another world, one populated by ghosts, ghouls, spirits and spectres of every kind – but beware! Keep alert at all times! Stay with your guide! You will be visiting places where past and present combine – especially when the daylight drains away …


‘And you don’t want to go?’ Kate squinted down at him. ‘But you’ve been nagging on about it for ages! I just don’t understand. You can be such a pain sometimes!’


‘I just thought we could go to Pizza Hut. Spend the money there instead,’ Davey muttered.


‘But why?’


His twin cousins, Tom and Elinor, flicked back their sandy fringes and stared at him; their heads set at the same angle, the same expression on their freckled faces, the same quizzical look in their greeny-grey eyes. Davey’s own dark brown eyes looked from one to the other. Sometimes they could be unnerving, like seeing in stereo.


Davey looked at the ground and mumbled something.


‘What? Say what?’ Tom cupped a hand behind his ear.


Davey stuffed his hands in his pockets and shook his head. It was difficult to explain. He did not want them thinking he was scared or anything. He just had a bad feeling. He’d had them before, and when he did something awful nearly always happened. Gran had them, too. She had a long word for it: premonition. Davey shivered. That’s what he’d just had – a premonition.


‘Anyway, it’s our birthday treat, not yours,’ Tom pointed out when Davey did not say anything. ‘So we get to choose.’


‘Let’s take a vote,’ Elinor suggested. ‘Save an argument.’


All hands raised except his own. Davey did not want to give in, but to explain his reluctance would invite mick-taking, particularly from Tom, who had no time for superstition. It had been Davey’s idea. He had been the one to see the Ghost Walk advert and say it looked cool. Tom and Ellie were staying for the weekend and had jumped at the suggestion. They had all come in from the suburbs on purpose. Even in his own mind, all those reasons outranked a mere feeling. He shrugged his shoulders and followed them. He had no way of knowing how much he would come to regret that decision.


They were moving away from the New Town’s shopping centre with its fast food outlets. The new clock tower said nearly twenty past seven. Not even time to grab a burger, he thought, as they walked along Broad Street which fronted the river. He glanced across the water up to the Old Town’s higgledy-piggledy stone and slate outlined against the sky. The evening was still light, midsummer-blue bright, but it already looked dark over there. The buildings stood like black, jagged teeth against strange, yellowy-grey clouds which were dull and shiny at the same time, like brass that needed to be cleaned. Looking at it gave Davey that funny feeling again. ‘Goose walking over your grave’, that’s what Gran always said. Davey rubbed at his arms. If that was the case, a whole flock must be on top of his grave, tramping backwards and forwards.


The crowd had thickened round the traffic crossing at the bottom of New Bridge Street which led across the busy road to the river side. The people surged forward as the lights changed to walking green. Davey was just about to join them, when a little kid came hurtling out of the moving mass.


‘Hey, steady!’


The child charged towards him, looking over his shoulder. He would have crashed right into him if Davey had not put out a hand to slow him down. The boy was young, not more than four or five, dressed in a bright ladybird-red zip-up top. Davey looked down into the big blue-grey eyes. He had never seen anyone so terrified.


‘Are you OK?’


The child shook his head.


‘Have you lost your mum, your dad?’ Davey asked, bending down to be on the same level as him.


The boy nodded slowly as the lights blinked back to STOP. Suddenly there was a woman standing behind him. Her hand came down, long slim red-tipped fingers took the child by the shoulder. Davey looked up into a face, pretty but very pale, framed by silver-blonde hair. The woman’s red-lipsticked mouth was smiling.


‘Is this your mum?’ Davey asked the little boy, who shook his head violently.


‘No!’ The expression in his eyes deepening to purest fear.


The woman’s smile widened, sharp and shark-like. Davey’s own smile faltered as the slanted grey eyes narrowed and held him, the irises glinting silver, like ice on steel. The look she gave him held him frozen, the chill seeping deep, right through to his bones …


‘Davey? Are you all right?’ Kate’s voice sounded muffled and far away. He looked up at her, his vision blurred, as though he was seeing through water.


‘Yes. I guess.’ His speech was croaky and thick as if he had been asleep. His head felt muzzy, empty, like someone had wiped his circuits.


‘I thought you were right behind me. I had to come back. And I find you rooted to the spot, staring into space, like …’ Kate broke off. ‘Are you sure you’re all right? You look a bit funny.’


‘I’m fine.’ Davey tried to put on a reassuring smile. ‘There was something …’ He looked round, suddenly remembering the woman and the little boy. ‘Did you see them?’


‘See who?’


‘A woman and a little boy. They were standing right there …’


‘I didn’t see anyone – just you in a dream. Quick – the lights are changing!’


Kate grabbed his hand and pulled him across the road. As soon as they reached the central reservation, Davey looked back, scanning the pavement opposite, but he could not see the woman or the child. The lights changed again and he followed Kate over the other half of the road towards the long concrete bridge that separated the new from the old part of the city. Wide gardens stretched either side of the broad river. All through the summer there were open-air cafés, Punch and Judy shows, clowns and jugglers; perhaps the woman had taken the little boy down there? Davey leaned over the railing, watching the people, but still he could see no sign of them.


‘Come on, Davey. What is the matter with you?’


Kate had hold of his arm again and was dragging him along the pavement by his coat sleeve. Davey was about to protest; he hated it when she did this: behaved like she was Mum and he was a tiresome little kid. He was just going to pull away from her when he stopped. Davey looked at the people around them, wandering tourists, strolling families, and had that odd feeling: as if this had happened before, or was waiting to happen. It gave him a strange queasy feeling deep down inside.


‘This ghost walk thing was your idea …’ Kate was saying, her voice coming and going like a poorly-tuned radio. ‘If you don’t hurry we’ll miss the start … it won’t be worth going … Tom and El are waiting …’


Kate joined their cousins and together they walked over the new bridge. Davey followed them up towards the Cannongate whose massive stone archway stood like a mouth at the entrance to the Old Town. It was at the side of the road, traffic diverted around it, one of the four gates which allowed access to the least changed and most haunted part of the ancient city. The others went through laughing and joking, but something made Davey hesitate. He did not want to enter the dank, chill space. He looked up at the squat stone tower with strange feelings of fear, of foreboding, sweeping over him. Part of him was hoping that the Ghost Walk had started without them; that they would be too late, that they would not have to go on it. A shiver went down his spine. The geese were on his grave again – big time.
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They walked up Bridge Street and rounded the great stone bulk of the cathedral with its smartly painted black and gold railings. Quite a few people were already assembled on the other side of the square, standing on the cobblestones under the stunted remains of the old market cross. A group of American tourists and some Japanese students, probably studying English at one of the City colleges, were gathered at the board marked H.A.U.N.T.S. A German couple were translating the notice board, reading it out to each other.


ONLY PAY AN OFFICIAL GUIDE, the notice said. YOUR OFFICIAL GUIDE TONIGHT IS: Louise had been chalked into the space provided. Louise, a dark-haired, chubby girl in a long black dress, was collecting in money and giving out tickets. Her staff of thick twisted wood with a plastic skull on the top lay propped against the base of the market cross next to her cloak and bag. Louise was made up to look scary and dramatic. Purple lipstick matched her nail varnish and her eyes were heavily shadowed, outlined in black.


‘No unaccompanied children under twelve,’ she said, eyeing them doubtfully when they got to the front of the queue.


‘I’m thirteen,’ Kate said. Tall, with her long fair hair tied back, she could have passed for even older.


‘We’re twelve,’ the twins chipped in. ‘We’ve just had a birthday.’


‘What about him?’


His twelfth birthday was only a couple of months away, but Davey was small for his age, though sturdily built. He tensed despite himself and he could feel the blood beating up into his face as the guide scowled in his direction.


‘He’s twelve, too,’ Kate said quickly.


‘He looks kind of small to me …’


‘So?’ Kate shrugged. ‘He’ll grow. Here.’ She pulled money out of her pocket. ‘Four at three pounds each. Twelve pounds exactly, I think.’ She handed over the notes and coins and held out her hand.


‘OK. OK,’ the girl sighed as she ripped tickets out of her book, ‘but do as I say. Stay close to me and don’t go wandering away. Especially not in the vaults. I can’t be held responsible …’


‘Of course,’ Kate cut in, eyebrows rising as if to say: we aren’t stupid, what do you take us for?


When everyone assembled had bought tickets, and she’d decided no one else would turn up, Louise picked up her staff, clipped on her cloak and started. She had clearly done this lots of times before, but several people stepped back startled. The girl was transformed. Her grumpiness disappeared as she paced up and down beneath the ancient market cross. A couple of the Americans jumped as she began yelling in a loud voice, waving her arms about and pointing.


‘Did you know,’ she began, ‘that in this very square, the very place where we are standing now, vast crowds would regularly gather to see murderers hanged, witches burnt and traitors drawn and quartered? Do you know what that means?’ She scanned her own small gathering with narrowed eyes. Several people nodded, but Davey knew she was going to tell them anyway. ‘Hearts torn still beating from the traitor’s chest, intestines ripped out and wound round a stick …’


She was shouting now, her voice booming and echoing back from the front of the cathedral and the other buildings in the square. Her dramatic display was attracting attention from members of the public who had not paid for the Haunts Tour. Davey stepped back, partly out of embarrassment and partly to avoid the long necklaces she wore: rosary beads and five pointed stars flying dangerously about.


‘We move on from this place of public execution to walk the blood-drenched ghost-haunted streets and learn the secret history of this ancient city. From there we will visit the underground vaults of the hidden city, the part that people never see. You will hear stories of plague, starvation, death and destruction; meet with horrible spectres, some fearful, some pitiful …’


She continued to talk as she led them off at a brisk pace, to the top of the Market Square.


‘This road is a continuation of Bridge Street and contains the law courts and some of the city’s grandest buildings. It is called Fore Street because it was the foremost thoroughfare leading up from Cannongate.’ She recited from memory. ‘It is called Cannongate because, years ago, a cannon would go off at sunset to warn the population that curfew was falling.’


Nothing very dramatic about that, so Louise added a very loud BOOM making the American women jump again. Louise smiled a little in satisfaction. They hadn’t even got to the scary part yet.


‘Now,’ she said, skirts swirling. ‘If you will follow me. Down here …’


She changed direction so abruptly that several of her party almost fell over each other as they left the square and the main thoroughfare with its impressive banks and law courts. They were in the legal and civic centre of the city. Busy enough by day, the whole district was more or less deserted after the offices closed.


They turned sharp right into a cobbled passageway with narrow, cracked pavements. Tall grey buildings rose high on either side giving out a chill and cutting off what was left of the light. People shivered and one American lady pulled her cardigan tighter round herself, even before Louise had begun to describe whatever bloodcurdling events had happened here.


‘This is Fetter Lane,’ Louise was saying. ‘The name is really from the old French for lawyer, but local people believe it refers to the prisoners fettered in the jail at the side of the court house. Here we can see one of the original entrances …’ They crowded round the squat, grey wooden door, studded with iron, and as they peered through the rusting bars the shiver became more general. ‘It is said that, on certain nights, the howling of the inmates can be heard, and the dark figure of the notorious highwayman Jack Cade can be seen pacing to and fro, his chains rattling and dragging across the floor …’


Her last remark was accompanied by the clanking chink of iron links. Louise had taken a length of chain from her bag and was pulling it along the ground. She allowed herself a slight smirk as some of the group let out gasps and leapt into the air, while the others looked around frightened and startled.


‘What a cheesy trick!’ Davey commented when he realised what the guide had done.


‘She got you going, though.’ Kate grinned. ‘I thought you were going into orbit!’


‘She scared me, too.’ Elinor smiled at Davey.


‘Not me.’ Tom shook his head. ‘I saw it a mile off. Ahh, what’s that?’


He jumped away as his sister walked her fingers up his back.


‘You were as scared as anyone, Tom. You are such a blagger!’


Tom turned to get his sister but the group was moving on under an arch and into another narrow passageway. Their footsteps sounded loud on the cobbled floor of Fiddler’s Court, echoing off the buildings crowded in on either side. Louise stopped in front of what had once been a grand town house. Polished brass plaques shone beside the big front door.


‘As you can see,’ Louise started, ‘this is now mostly accountants’ and solicitors’ offices, but it was once the abode of Judge Andrews. He was known as the Executioner, because he sent so many to their deaths. A devout churchgoer and a godly man by day, he led a double life. Eventually he was arrested for witchcraft himself and accused of the most terrible crimes. He mounted the gallows steps in the summer of 1670. This house stood unoccupied for more than a century, an object of horror where hauntings are rumoured to occur.’


A chill little wind stole between them and several people moved closer together.


Louise nodded sympathy. ‘Many people do feel the odd shiver here and some of the psychics who come on our tours have sensed and even seen dark presences that they swear to be pure evil. Not that way,’ she added as the German couple wandered towards Blythe Lane. ‘That’s a dead end. This way, please.’


Davey was at the back as Louise led them briskly through Fiddler’s Court and off down Quarry Street. There was no one about. There were no late-night shops here; nothing to attract the evening tourists. There were no pubs in this particular warren of streets and the tea shops and restaurants closed early. The whole area seemed deserted apart from their party. He stopped, half-thinking he heard a footfall behind him and a laugh as light as the sigh of wind in the trees; but there was no wind, and no trees either. He turned, but no one was there. He rubbed at the goosebumps on his arms. The street ran gently downhill and towards the bottom the buildings were getting older, changing to half-timber. Davey’s feeling that they should not be here was coming back again and getting stronger …


‘Hurry up, you there.’ Louise was frowning at him, ‘I warned you against dawdling. Now, as I was saying …’ the group had turned left and were standing about halfway down a narrow side street called Butcher’s Row. ‘Before this became a Tourist Information Office, it used to be a public house, an inn called The Seven Dials. A most notorious place.’ She waved her arms at the large half-timbered building. ‘The abode of Jack Cade, who I mentioned earlier. He met his end hanging from a noose in Market Square. They do say …’ Louise lowered her voice and beckoned for them to come towards her. ‘They do say that on dark nights, when the moon is shining, you can still hear the beat of hooves along Harrow Lane. The clatter and clash on the cobbles as he turns into the yard to visit his sweetheart, Polly Martin, the innkeeper’s daughter, who was shot by the Revenue Men as she tried to warn him of the trap that they had set for him.’


They all stared, caught in wonder at being at the actual site of such terrible events. The black-and-white frontage stared back. It did not look particularly scary now. The windows were full of notices and Tourist Information stickers. The top part, which straddled the archway that led to the courtyard, had been made into a gallery. Next door was a café. There was a menu on the railings outside it and chairs and tables set ready for tea and coffee. Davey thought he heard that laugh again and glanced up to see a white face; but it must have been a trick of the light on the diamond panes. He blinked and it had gone.


‘I’ve heard that before,’ Tom was saying. ‘It’s a poem. We did it at school.’


‘So?’ Louise gave him a hard look. ‘It’s still a matter of historical record,’ she added pompously. ‘Look it up if you don’t believe me. Now, ladies and gentlemen,’ she turned to the rest of them. ‘This way, if you please.’


She led them past the Tourist Information Office and off down a narrow crooked alley: Johnswell Passage.


‘We are now going into the oldest part of the city. Some of the foundations here date back to Roman times. As you can see,’ she stretched her arms out, nearly touching the walls on either side, ‘the buildings are very close together. This led to a very unhealthy environment. In the centre of the street, we can still see the common gutter. All the waste from the houses either side, and Butcher’s Row nearby, would have been deposited here.’ Louise smiled as several noses wrinkled.


‘This collected filth seeped into the water supply, the Johnswell. This ancient well was sited just about here.’ She paused at a spot on the corner where the alley opened out into another road. ‘It was destroyed in Victorian times. One local doctor said it had been responsible for more deaths than all the wars put together. Close proximity of so many people living together also helped the spread of plague …’


She stopped on Harrow Lane to let the name of the dread disease sink in.


‘This building was once a pest house.’ She pointed to a craft shop with a thick wooden door. ‘The plague was particularly bad in this part of the city. Victims would break out in a slight red rash – at first. But soon the spots turned to great weeping sores, then they developed buboes like huge black boils and began coughing and spitting blood.’ Louise smiled again at the effect she was having, it was part of her job to creep them out. She began walking up and down chanting, ‘Bring out your dead, bring out your dead,’ in a mournful doomy voice.


Davey looked away, embarrassed again. Up ahead the street looked different, he half expected to see a cart creaking towards them.


‘There was no hope, poor dears,’ Louise was saying. ‘The infected were brought to this house and kept in isolation, boarded up and guarded for forty days to prevent the disease from spreading. The plague led to mass panic. No one was safe. The mob would riot for days. It was the most lawless time in the city’s long history. Eventually they stopped boarding up individual houses and bricked up whole streets instead. Hundreds died, thousands even. Some say up to two thirds of the population. But more of that in the underground city – which is where we are going now.’


Louise turned, staff waving, cloak swirling, and set off again, leading them down the steep cobbled street towards a flight of stone steps marked Keeper’s Stairs. Davey stopped for a moment to look back at the pest house, his mind still lingering on the horror it had contained. Grass seemed to sprout between the cobble stones and for a moment he thought he saw the shape of a cross, dripping what looked like blood, on the craft shop’s heavy front door …


It might simply be the sunset splashing the street with red, but the chill down his spine was real enough. He was suddenly aware of how quiet it was, no sound from anywhere, no sound at all. The hairs stirred on his head, creeping up the back of his neck. Again he had that feeling: something odd was happening. He set off at a run and clattered down the flight of stone steps, not wanting to be left alone for another second.
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There was a door set into the wall towards the bottom of the steps. Davey followed the tour group through it and found them crowding down a narrow underground tunnel.


‘Welcome,’ Louise was saying in her best scary voice. ‘Welcome to the terror, the mystery that is the hidden city.’ She paced up and down, swinging her lantern, making the shadows dance and fall across the ceiling and down the thick stone walls. ‘I’d like to take you back to 1645. The city is in the grip of plague and in this area, Cairncross Close, and all the little streets around about, it is especially bad. So bad that this whole area is known as the Plague Quarter. Now,’ she looked round, reading their expressions as her lamp gleamed on their faces. ‘What did the authorities do? What would you do?’ She flashed the light again but got no answers, just a few puzzled shrugs. ‘Brick up the streets, of course! Yes! That’s what the authorities did. Seal the whole lot off! Until every last person is dead! Nearly two hundred people met this terrible fate!’


Kate noted Davey’s entrance, but most of her attention was on Louise. Horror crept through her as the guide described how, when the streets were opened up, bodies were dragged out, loaded into carts and taken to one of the massive plague pits outside the town. Kate shivered. It was not just the chill of the tale that made her slip her sweatshirt over her head. It was cold down here, that deep, stone cold which quickly takes away body heat and seeps into your bones.


‘After the plague abated nobody would live here,’ Louise went on. ‘Even the poorest shunned these streets; no one would walk through, even by daylight. Houses, shops, remained empty for seventy years or more until the authorities had a bright idea. The city was becoming overcrowded again. Space was at a premium. So they simply levelled off the tops of the buildings and built over them. There are roads above here, and houses. Look up there.’ She pointed to crystalline deposits hanging like icicles from the rough stone roof. ‘You can see where the salt soaks through from the modern road surface.’


They were standing in a subterranean street. On either side gaps in the stone marked actual windows and doors.


‘How many people up there,’ Louise pointed again at the ceiling, ‘how many people know that they are walking on a true ghost city? A realm where the dead hold sway …’


She led them to one of the side rooms and they all peered in.


‘Some of these rooms are hired out to groups of modern witches who hold meetings here to practise magic! Not black magic,’ she added quickly, ‘nothing sinister like that. White magic. Perfectly harmless. This,’ she pressed a switch and the room was bathed in eerie violet light, ‘is such a room. Groups use this for their meetings. We cannot go in, I’m afraid. It is locked.’ She gripped the wrought-iron gate which blocked it off. ‘But you are welcome to take a look.’


Kate peered through the jostle of people in front of her. The room was painted and draped in purple and black. It smelt of stale incense and old wax. Huge candles, partly burnt down, stood on high stands. The floor was marked out with a large circle and a five-pointed star.


‘Is that a mirror, over there in the corner?’ one of the American women asked.


Kate looked over to where she was pointing. A large mirror in an ornate gold frame stood against the far wall. The surface was misted, diffusing the light shining on to it; the interior reflected was velvety dark and deep.


‘Yes,’ Louise answered quietly. She was not shouting now, or telling a story. She licked her lips and sounded almost nervous. ‘Ever since it came here, there has been a problem with condensation. See?’ Her lamp showed droplets of water oozing down the walls and forming on the tiny stalactites hanging from the low ceiling. ‘It was bone-dry in here before. Some of the group think it’s a portal, you know? Some kind of doorway to a different dimension. They want it out of here.’


A few of her audience grinned at that, they were becoming used to Louise and her efforts to scare them; but there was a difference in her face, and her voice carried a note of real fear for the first time, instead of the mock terror she was paid to mime.


‘Let’s move on, shall we?’


Louise led them over to the cobbler’s shop opposite, her voice going back to normal as she began to describe the band of ghosts living in it.


Davey was at the back of the shuffling queue of people which made him the last to see the Room of Ceremonies. He had never seen such a strange place. He leaned over the iron gate to get a better look and felt it give way under his weight. It was not locked, despite what Louise had said. A quick look behind showed the rest of them listening to Louise, so Davey gave the gate an experimental push …


Guided by curiosity, Davey sneaked into the room with its weird insignias and painted signs. It was not square, as he’d thought, or round either. It was octagonal. He crossed the circle and walked round the large five-pointed star painted in the middle. If he had known about such things, he would have noticed that two points of the star were angled up, like a set of horns: the symbol of black magic, not white. But he did not.


He stepped over the chalked lines and into the centre, careful not to scuff the strange markings. In front of him was the misted mirror. It showed another mirror, set opposite. They were fixed at an angle to reflect each other. A series of dark rooms got smaller and smaller, going on forever, with him in the centre. The effect was strange. Unsettling. Davey moved nearer, compelled to look closer …


He went right up to it, his breath thickening the mist on the glass. He found himself leaning forward, palms against the surface, trying to look past himself, trying to see how far the reflections went. On to infinity, or so they said. Was it possible to see that far? As he peered in further, the room behind him, even his own reflection seemed to disappear. There was only the mist, but it seemed on the inside now, not the outside, swirling in long curling patterns, pulling him deeper and deeper, until he went right through the wall.
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‘And when they looked again, he wasn’t there! He had completely disappeared!’


Louise held the lantern under her chin to make herself look even more frightening. She lowered her voice dramatically as she finished the ghost story she was telling, her eyes gleaming in shadowed sockets as she delivered the punch line.
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